
Development Matters 2020
A focus on communication and language



What this session will cover

• Overview of the approach to communication in the reformed EYFS
• English as an Additional Language
• Curriculum planning
• Assessment and workload
• Working with parents



Key points

• More focus on 
communication and 
language
• Strengthen our 

efforts to give 
children more equal 
life chances



Key points

• Support for children 
as they learn English 
as an additional 
language
• Help every child to 

take part and thrive 
in our early years
curriculum



Improving communication 
matters

Vocabulary at 5 is a strong predictor of children’s later success in 
school

The SSLIC programme at the Centre for Inclusive Education found 
that improving communication in the early years and KS1 had a very 
significant impact on children’s emotional and wellbeing

Fundamental to children’s play, learning, making friends, solving 
conflicts and expressing their needs 



Education Endowment Foundation



Bilingual children

• It is assumed that young children will 
“pick up” English naturally and very 
quickly’. In fact, learning a second 
language is hard, and children need 
skilful support from us. We also need to 
value and support their first language. 



EEF Guidance 
Report: Preparing 
for Literacy



EEF Guidance 
Report: Preparing 
for Literacy



Listening to children and 
having conversations 
with them

• Two year old Skye plays with a 
basket of natural materials, 
shells, sticks, stones etc. with 
another child and the 
practitioner. They talk about the 
objects and what they can do 
with them.

• Available from Siren Films – you 
can have a 30-day trial period at 
no charge, no bank details 
needed







Shared book reading

• Dialogic reading (shared book reading) means using books 
as a focus for conversation

• It’s important to check your book collection: are there 
many books which children will relate to and want to talk 
about? 

• Are books high quality?

• Do books promote equality e.g. positive images of what 
girls and boys can do; anti-racist; include people with 
disabilities special educational needs?



• For a helpful list of high-quality 
books to use with young 
children, listed by age-range, 
check www.lovemybooks.co.uk

• Love My Books has a wealth of 
resources to share with parents, 
too – like videos and activities to 
do at home

http://www.lovemybooks.co.uk/




So - what do 
we mean by 
curriculum?
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3. The curriculum: what we want children to learn 

•  The curriculum is a top-level plan of everything the early years setting wants the 
children to learn.  

•  Planning to help every child to develop their language is vital. 

•  The curriculum needs to be ambitious. Careful sequencing will help children to 
build their learning over time.  

•  Young children’s learning is often driven by their interests. Plans need to be 
flexible.  

•  Babies and young children do not develop in a fixed way. Their development is 
like a spider’s web with many strands, not a straight line. 

•  Depth in early learning is much more important than covering lots of things in a 
superficial way. 

4. Pedagogy: helping children to learn 

•  Children are powerful learners. Every child can make progress in their learning, 
with the right help.  

•  Effective pedagogy is a mix of different approaches. Children learn through play, 
by adults modelling, by observing each other, and through guided learning and 
direct teaching.  

•  Practitioners carefully organise enabling environments for high-quality play. 
Sometimes, they make time and space available for children to invent their own 
play. Sometimes, they join in to sensitively support and extend children’s 
learning.  

•  Children in the early years also learn through group work, when practitioners 
guide their learning.   

•  Older children need more of this guided learning.  

•  A well-planned learning environment, indoors and outside, is an important aspect 
of pedagogy. 

5. Assessment: checking what children have learnt 

•  Assessment is about noticing what children can do and what they know. It is not 
about lots of data and evidence.  



So - what do we 
mean by curriculum?

• UNESCO (2016) – a curriculum for early 
childhood education can:

• interrelate development and learning 
processes;

• systemize and organize educational work;

• lighten the pedagogical role of the educator 
by providing him/her with guidance in the 
learning activities;

• enable children to construct meaning based 
on and make sense of their learning 
experiences.



Thinking about balance

Children’s interests and fascinations

Irresistible talking and learning points

Building on children’s strengths and also widening 
their experiences and horizons

Child-led AND adult-guided – with more adult-
guided learning as children get older in the phase



Denis wants to count



What can we do to improve 
provision for children?
'Support knowledge, confidence, risk-taking 
and autonomy in the children’s learning, 
through play and playful interactions’



What can we do to improve 
provision for children?
'each child is supported according to their 
needs, by educators who use a range of 
different teaching and learning strategies, 
together with a comprehensive and relevant 
content knowledge, that they apply flexibly 
with contextual, individual, and socio-cultural 
sensitivity.’ 
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•  Effective assessment requires practitioners to understand child development. 
Practitioners also need to be clear about what they want children to know and be 
able to do.  

•  Accurate assessment can highlight whether a child has a special educational 
need and needs extra help.   

•  Before assessing children, it’s a good idea to think about whether the 
assessments will be useful.  

•  Assessment should not take practitioners away from the children for long periods 
of time. 

6. Self-regulation and executive function 

•  Executive function includes the child’s ability to: 

o  hold information in mind 

o  focus their attention  

o  regulate their behaviour 

o  plan what to do next. 

•  These abilities contribute to the child’s growing ability to self-regulate: 

o  focus their thinking 

o  monitor what they are doing and adapt 

o  regulate strong feelings 

o  be patient for what they want 

o  bounce back when things get difficult.  

•  Language development is central to self-regulation: children use language to 
guide their actions and plans. Pretend play gives many opportunities for children 
to focus their thinking, persist and plan ahead.  

7. Partnership with parents  

•  It is important for parents and early years settings to have a strong and respectful 
partnership. This sets the scene for children to thrive in the early years.  

•  This includes listening regularly to parents and giving parents clear information 
about their children’s progress.  



Scaffolding up or 
differentiating 
down?
• Where young children are seen 

to be struggling, practitioners 
do not focus their attention on 
helping them to take part in 
the mainstream curriculum. 
Instead, they offer them a 
different curriculum, with more 
focus on activities to promote 
personal, social and emotional 
development, and more 
creative activities 

• EPPSE Project (Sylva and 
others, 2004) 

 

38 

independently. You can use scaffolding as well to help a child learn how to put their coat on and do it up. For 
example, you might encourage children to pull up the zip after you have started them off. Over time, through 
modelling and encouragement, children will learn to engage and pull up the zip themselves.  

Practitioners need to think carefully about these interactions. If too much help is provided, the child won’t 
learn, and may start to become dependent on adults. If you do up the zip of a toddler’s coat every day, they’ll 
never learn to do it themselves. But if a child doesn’t know how to pull their zip up and you just tell them to ‘try 
again’, they are most likely to become frustrated. Over time, some children who are thrown back on their 
resources like that might lose confidence in themselves.  

Extension and elaboration are especially helpful for babies, toddlers and young children. For example, if a 
small child says car, the practitioner can say the car’s driving along. If a child says they are sad, the practitioner can 
engage the child in some conversation. Why are they sad? What could they do, to make themselves feel calmer 
or happier? When children are confidently using a tool like scissors, practitioners can extend the children’s 
skills. They can show children how another tool, like a hole-puncher, is used. Then they can encourage the 
children to use it independently.   

Skilful early years practitioners are constantly judging when to step in and scaffold further. Sometimes it’s 
best to step back and scaffold by doing nothing more than making encouraging noises to show interest.   

The diagram below summarises some scaffolding techniques. These can help children to develop their 
independence and become more powerful learners.   

 
Figure 5: Scaffolding techniques in the early years3 

 
3 Adapted from Bosanquet, P. and Radford, J. (2019) ‘Teaching assistant and pupil interactions: The role of repair 

and topic management in scaffolding learning’.  British Journal of Educational Psychology, Volume 89, Issue 1, 177-190 



Feedback

• This type of assessment can 
make a positive difference to 
children’s learning

• The best evidence we have 
comes from the EPPSE Project 
(Sylva and others, 2004) -
‘Sustained Shared Thinking’ (SST) 





High-quality assessment

• A precise focus on what a child can do, and can’t do yet

• Spend more time observing and getting to understand 
children who seem to be experiencing difficulties

• We can help most children in the early years by ensuring 
our day to day practice is as good as we can make it

• Checkpoints, not checklists

• Use the right tools for the job



Early Years Measures

• Diagnostic assessment can help us to 
identify where a child has specific 
difficulties with their learning, so we 
can give them the help they need 
quickly

• These assessments support your 
professional judgement. They don’t 
replace it. 



@EducEndowFoundn

The Early Years Toolkit
Presents 12 approaches for improving 
teaching and learning summarising:

its average impact on attainment;
its cost;
the strength of the evidence supporting it.

Good starting point for professional 
conversations



Reflection points

What will make the most difference to children’s learning?

Staff skills and professional knowledge 

The enabling environment

Pedagogy: helping children to learn

Assessment minute-by-minute: scaffolding and feedback

Diagnostic assessment: if you’re worried a child is struggling

Summative assessment: supports structured conversations with parents, transition, 
and evaluating our curriculum



Working in partnership with parents
• The Home Learning Environment makes the single biggest 

difference to a child’s development and learning

• Respectful partnerships with parents
• Listening as well as sharing information

• Understanding diversity 
• Recognising that the parents who might need the most support 

and help might also be the least likely to attend workshops and 
other events



Respectful partnerships with parents



Key points

• It’s what we do that makes 
the difference

• The large majority of the 
evidence relates to play-
based and playful 
approaches to learning

• High quality childcare is 
essential

• Professional development



Find out 
more
• Independently written 

guide to download as a 
PDF and links to other 
free resources:
• www.development-

matters.org.uk

http://www.development-matters.org.uk/

